WILLIAM MAXWELL WOOD — THE FIRST SURGEON 
GENERAL, U. S. NAVY, AND THE FIFTH CHIEF 
OF THE BUREAU OF MEDICINE 
AND SURGERY 

By CAPTAIN LOUIS H. RODDIS, Medical Corps, U. S. Navy 



BY AN act of Congress,' March 3, 
1871, it was provided that "the 
Chiefs of the Bureaus of Medi- 
and Surgery, Provisions and 
'Vr%, Steam Engineering, and 
LjK&ruetlon and Repair, shall have 
H relative rank of commodore, while 
skiing said position, and shall have 
^lively the title of surgeon gen- 
fj, paymaster general, engineer in 
vef, ind chief constructor." The first 
'j xir this new title of Surgeon Gen- 
nJ, though the fifth to hold office 
* Chief of the Bureau of Medicine and 
l ^pty, was William Maxwell Wood, 
># Maryland. He was born in Balti- 
^rton May 27, 1809, and appointed 
st Aisistant Surgeon in the Navy May 
~\ 18:9, He was commissioned as 
hsd Assistant Surgeon January i, 



1835, and Surgeon February 10, 1838. 

His naval service was of an unusual 
and varied nature and included duty 
during the period connected with the 
suppression of piracy, the slave trade, 
the Seminole War, and the Mexican 
and Civil Wars. His first sea duty was 
in the West Indies at a period when 
our Navy was engaged in its success- 
ful attempt to destroy piracy there. 
Following this he was at sea on the 
Brazil station on a frigate employed 
in the less successful attempt to inter- 
rupt the slave trade. 

In 1839 Dr. Wood went to the 
U.S.S. Poinsett, designated as the flag- 
ship of "The Expedition for the Sup- 
pression of Indian Hostilities on the 
Coast of Florida." This was during the 
trouble with the Seminole Indians. The 
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Poinsett was one of the first steam ves- 
sels in our Navy. She was a small pad- 
dle wheel steamer and burned wood. 
One of the main tasks of the crew was 
cutting and storing wood which was 
often too green to burn and the com- 
manding officer in his letters is con- 




William Maxwell Wood 



stantly referring to his difficulty with 
fuel. Once during a gale he made port 
after burning "the planks and all fhe 
spare articles on board, and also a 
barrel of tallow." While serving on. 
the Poinsett in Florida which until 
1 8 1 9 had been a Spanish colony, Dr. 
Wood began the study of the Spanish 
language and later came to speak and 
read it fluently, an accomplishment 
which was to have an important bear- 
ing on his career. 

After a period of shore duty at Balti- 
more he went to the Pacific Station 
going around Cape Horn and visiting 



many of the Southern Amcria. . 
tries, Honolulu, and Mexico, \^ 
Fleet Surgeon of the Parific F— 
at the outbreak of the Mca^. v 
he rendered a great service to b -.. 
try by furnishing the earlier ■>» 
information to Commodore $j A , 
garding the beginning of * 
Wood had been ordered h«r< 
duty with the Pacific Squ^b- 
was crossing Mexico from Sja 
Vera Cruz, bearing import .... 
patches. Learning of the opcr^ 
hostilities he sent a message ti {>* 
modore Sloat at Mazatlan wh^ % 
abled that officer to begin the :;->. 
tions which resulted in taking ^ 
sion of California. Dr. Wood'i » e . , 
the acquisition of Californy » 
warmly acknowledged by Conv7 lv; „ 
Sloat, and the Chairman of ths \.,-. 
Committee of the United Stsia 
in commenting on it, said, "r>,- . 
telligent mind must at once ajw<» 
the importance of the scrvioc *y~ 
you have rendered the counin. * 
your personal hazard in irs^'- 
through the heart of the cncmOi :■-> 
try, communicating with your pi!i-ip 
superior, and furnishing him rrt «* 
sole and otherwise unattainiHs 
mation upon which he based l\* * 
quisition of California. The imp-rj ■ 
of this acquisition can best be bf.w- 
.by asking ourselves, what wou'4 
been our national position in s'v '* 
cific and upon our Oregon frctfe? fe» 
Great Britain, instead of ourKta * 
quired permanent possession tf f 
have always contended that t* * 
quisition constitutes one of the 
strongest claims upon the gnitts& • 
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N -.,; jn) this chapter in its his- 
' Lnilhed by your own service, 

'"eihens this conviction." ' 
iidit gained in the Mexican 
'"haps assisted Dr. Wood in 
" ,L duty which he desired and 
t^in his home town of Baltimore, 
rXund. He was ordered as Medical 
s U of the Naval Rendezvous there. 

this tour of duty he published 
; St book, Wandering Sketches 
* ch gave an account of his travels in 
*!» America, Polynesia and Cali- 
.. *i When Dr. Wood delivered his 
■L'.-hcs from Commodore Sloat to 
' r ^tary of the Navy, the latter 
Alimented the Doctor on his cour- 
J'md resource in crossing Mexico 
^ these important papers. His inti- 
t*a knowledge of Spanish had been 
j -rat assistance to him in doing this. 
:'x Secretary was no other than Mr. 
fcsroft, the historian, and 'he was 
4-dc by Dr. Wood's ability and also 
* certain views he expressed to im- 
•r.irt the status of medical officers. Mr. 
L-aoft asked him to submit his rec- 
. -.r.cndations in writing, which he did. 
& suggested the following: 

tmtticH Surgeon 1 

A«i>unt Ha rank with that of Master 

fetwiu (less than 10 years service) to rank 
tA that of Lieutenant 
I irpnl (more than 10 years service) to rank 

8 ni that of Commander 

S 

I The rank of Lieutenant Commander 
? H not then exist. This proposal did . 
st !od to any tangible results at the 
•xe but it is of great interest showing 
the forward looking medical men 
i the Navy were endeavoring to im- 



prove conditions in their Corps and 
thus attract the best type of physicians 
to the naval service. It was one of the 
first of many such attempts all of which 
contributed to bring about better con- 
ditions for the care of the sick and 
injured and the prevention of disease 
in the Navy. 

Dr. Wood was one of the most able 
and persistent advocates of the im- 
provement of conditions of the sailor. 
He was a vigorous opponent of harsh 
punishments such as flogging and long 
confinements both common in the old 
Navy and of the immoderate use of 
alcohol, another blot on "the good old 
days." 

Following his duty in Baltimore, Dr. 
Wood was ordered to the U.S.S. Michi- 
gan, the only important armed vessel 
maintained by the government on the 
Great Lakes. Her home port was Erie, 
Pennsylvania and she spent much of 
the time there, making short cruises 
from time to time on the Lakes. In 
1853 he went to shore duty at Sacketts 
Harbor, New York, where there was 
a small naval station. A letter addressed 
from there is quoted as showing not 
only Dr. Wood's request for duty but 
the old fashioned mode of conclusion, 
and the name of the Secretary of the 
Navy at the time. 

Sacketts Harbor, March 10, 1855 



S ' r 'l hereby respectfully apply for the appoint- 
ment of Fleet Surgeon to the Mediterranean 
Squadron to be fitted out. 

My service heretofore has been in the Wes 
Indies and Gulf of Mexico, on the Coast of 
Brazil, and in the Pacific Ocean. I have never 
been in the Mediterranean and had the written 
promise of the late Chief of the Bureau of 
Medicine and Surgery that I would be detailed. 
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lot that duty when the next Mediterranean 
Squadron wa* fitted out. 

Very respectfully, 
Yours, Obdt, Servt. 
Wm. Maxwell Wood 
Surgeon, U. S. Navy 

To the 

Hot). James C. Dobbins 
Secretary of the Navy 
Washington, D.C. 

The place requested in the Mediter- 
ranean Squadron had already been 
filled but in September, 1855, Dr. 
Wood was ordered as Fleet Surgeon 
of the East India Squadron. The flag- 
ship was the San Jacinto. She was to 
visit Siam to arrange for commercial 
relations with that country, then to 
China and Japan to negotiate for trad- 
ing ports. The voyage was made by 
way of the Cape of Good Hope and 
Indian Ocean visiting Ceylon, Malacca, 
Singapore, Hong Kong, Canton, 
Shanghai, and Shimode, Japan. One 
interesting place was Macao, the 
Portuguese port near. Canton where 
Camoens, the great epic poet of Portu- 
gal, composed much of his immortal 
poem, "The Lusiad." 

In November, 1856, a United States 
squadron consisting of the San Jacinto, 
the Portsmouth and the Levant were 
concentrated at Hong Kong to protect 
American interests in Canton jeopar- 
dized by strong anti-foreign feeling 
among the Cantonese. This resulted 
in an attack on the Barrier forts, as 
they were called, below Canton, their 
capture and destruction. After the en- 
gagement, Dr. Woods cared for the 
wounded at a hospital in an Italian 
mission in Hong Kong, surrounded by 
Chinese. A guard of marines was 



landed to protect the wounded 
their attendants. A curious incident 1 
an attempt by a European owner , 
a bakery to poison the entire pe-r^ j 
tion of Hong Kong, from the govc— . - ! 
down, by placing arsenic in his k T - 
It resulted in the poisoning of : 
sands. Dr. Wood escaped as by tW« i 
he ate bread from another bakery. }*% 
patients all were attacked with tt&* \ 
poisoning except one man uko k, | 
lockjaw and could not masticate! F~ " 
tunately, none of the hospital ju;^ 1 
died. 

The commander of the East Iaf-, I 
Squadron was James Armstrong, "J"-. | 
Officer, U. S. Navy Forces, Eis; U ! 
dian and China Seas," as was h'a 4 I 
cial title. His health was shattered &= I 
he obtained authority to return to ft, I 
United States via Europe and to U~,^ | 
the Fleet Surgeon with him. On i 
return to the United States, Dr. \V»« f 
was again assigned to the U.S.S, A.V* | 
gan. He returned in 1858 and i*sa f 
went to shore duty at Erie, Per.-* | 
vania, which he made his horn: c-ri | 
1862. During this period he pubB-Vj f 
his second book describing his vsre* f 
to the Orient. | 

The years of the Civil War, f 
January 7, 1862, to March 7, \K | 
were spent as Fleet Surgeon of m \ 
of the blockading squadrons. A nefjp I 
report by him on conditions os t» j 
James River Flotilla is still in the L* jj 
of the Navy Department and a 4 1 
great interest. It states that the prn I 
lent diseases are. Diarrhea, Dysessn 1 
Typhoid Fever and Scurvy. Dr. W« | 
recommended the use of distilled vs;r | 
to prevent the first two, and pct/a « | 
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^rvy was also unnecessary as 
"J vegetables and other fresh provi- 
could be easily procured. Of 

Z:xr* he »y» : 

„«-; £ n« has sho^r. that tho« malarious 
1 r ;4h are most influential in the au- 
-'^"h.are much diminished by the use 
"7 iSeiic tonic I -ould therefore adv.* 
'•^Kappeanmce of frost, there be 
W j7ih* ship', companies every morning 
'I^N quinine in wine or whuky, 
Apportionment and direct™ of the 
"7 of each vessel. Every real pur- 

"trfdie met by the quinine alone, but the 
^ ,Wd render it less object.onable to 

ft 

r .j recommendation was one com- 
,A followed in both the Army and 

' i t-k*> Civil War and led 
Vt during tne wvu v,tti . 

^ac of the most famous soldier 
* w ibout that war. One celebrated 
* sutcs that quinine powder was 
A-rrd to all in the crew who felt a 
of malaria coming on and a 
0 f whisky given afterwards to 
the bitter taste of the quinine, 
irrpnc felt a touch of "malaria." A 
'tgsf was nearly caused when several 
m liter after serving out the quinine 
<w riming it was announced that the 
sepjt of whisky was exhausted, 
pr' Wood was detached as Fleet 
March 7, 1864. Most of his 
ax. hid' been spent on the U.S.S. 
fenuote then employed as a flagship. 
*< ru ordered back to his old station 
' « A- Michigan at Erie, Pennsylvania, 
i is tic end of the Civil War, however, 
\ i-a detached from the Michigan 
I K oublished his home at Owings 
'.r»4 in Baltimore County, Maryland 
w! eot fir, of course, from Baltimore. 
<<rthe next four years he was em- 
jfojtsi on various duties, mostly on 



boards of investigation, examining 
boards and retiring boards. In 1869 he 
was ordered to Annapolis as a member 
of the Board of Visitors of the Naval 
Academy. He was appointed Chief of 
the Bureau of Medicine and Surgery, 
July I, 1869, by President Grant. His 
letter of acceptance was dated at Ow- 
ings Mills, June 28, 1869. 

There were three events of special 
Importance in his regime. They were: 
I. The passage of the naval appro- 
priation act of March 3, 1871, by 
which the chiefs of the four Bu- 
reaus of the Navy Department, 
Medicine and Surgery, Provi- 
sions and Clothing, Steam Engi- 
neering and Construction and 
Repair were to be headed by offi- 
cers with the rank of Commodore 
and creating the titles of Surgeon 
General, Paymaster General, 
Engineer-in-Chief, and Chief 
Constructor. Dr. Wood became 
thus- the first Chief of the Bureau 
of Medicine and Surgery to bear 
the title of Surgeon General of 
the Navy. 
%. The building of the naval hospi- 
tal at Mare Island, California. 
3. The change by which medical 
officers were in the future to be 
grouped in a definite staff corps 
with grades established by law- 
medical director, medical inspec- 
tor, surgeon, passed assistant sur- 
geon, and assistant surgeon. 
This change is of such importance, 
establishing as it did, titles which have 
been used for seventy years, that the 
pertinent portion of the law is repro- 
duced here. . . .\ ■ 
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AN ACT MAKING APPROPRIATIONS FOR 
THE LEGISLATIVE, EXECUTIVE, 
AND JUDICIAL EXPENSES OF THE 
GOVERNMENT FOR THE YEAR 
ENDING JUNE jo, ig 7l , AP- 
PROVED MARCH 3 , iS 7 ,. 



Section s - That the officers of the medical 
corps on the active list of the navy shall be as 
follows: — 

Fifteen medical directors, who shall have the 
relative rank of captain. 

Fifteen medical inspectors, who shall have 
the relative rank of commander, and 

Fifty surgeons, who shall have the relative 
rank of lieutenant commander or lieutenant) 
and each and all of the above-named officers 
of the medical corps shall have the- pay of 
surgeons in the navy as now provided}' and 
medical directors, and inspectors, on duty at 
sea, shall receive the pay of fleet surgeons. 

One hundred assistant surgeons, who shall 
have the relative rank of master or ensign, with 
the present pay of assistant surgeon in the navy: 
PROVIDED, That assistant surgeons of three 
years* service, who have been found qualified 
for promotion by a medical board of examiners, 
shall have the pay of passed assistant surgeons, 
as now provided ( and passed assistant surgeons 
shall have the relative rank of lieutenant or 
masterj and no person under twenty-one, or : 
over twenty-six years of age, shall ' hereafter 
be appointed an assistant surgeon in the navy. 

Dr. Wood was retired by reason of • 
age on May 27, 1871. At that time the 
retiring age was sixty-two years. He 
continued to hold office as Surgeon 
General, however, until October 25, 
1 87 1. After ceasing to be Chief of Bu- 
reau he was employed until April i, 
1873 ^ Medical Inspector General of 
Hospitals and Fleets. The employment 
of retired officers on special duties was 
more usual then than now so this was 
not remarkable. His retention as Chief 
of Bureau after his retirement was 
more unusual. 
His death occurred at his home at 



Owings Mills in Baltimore Cou.-^ 
Maryland, on March 1, 1880. 

This first Surgeon General of & 
Navy was one of the most outsta^C 
incumbents of that office. A maa * 
vigorous intellect and much for* I 
character, he rendered service of p« 
value to the Navy during a long ^> 
useful career. He did much to enh^v 
the prestige of the Medical Corps^ 
his strong common sense, and his 
severing attention to any measure l£v 
to improve the health and wcll^c'.... 
of the officers and men of the Xm 
drew the attention and praise of tj 
those concerned with administratis g 
naval affairs during his time. 

He was a splendid looking im* * 
can be seen by the picture rcprcdav 
on page 320 and which shows him ii h 
appeared when Surgeon General offij \ 
Navy, The head is very finely sJii^i i 
The hair and beard are abundaxi'w ] 
curly. There is another picture of h* | 
extant, showing him as he looked «Vt 1 
Fleet Surgeon of the Pacific S^ui-* 
when about 35 years of age. He >s g 
- clean shaven except for sideburru. Tte i 
jaw is square and the whole express;* 1 
shows resolution and probity, chc* 
teristics which he was to display is e 
eminent degree through his long sw 
distinguished naval career. 

The only previous biogra^.w' 
sketches of Wood are those by Ca* 
mander William Kerr, Medial Ca> 
U. S. Navy, ret., which was pub!:iVi 
in the Annals of Medical Hbfcn 
Volume VI, Number 4, Pages jSjtf- 
. in 1924; and the thumbnail sketch t 
the present writer in the U. S. Nr'i 
Medical Bulletin of April, 193*. 



